Abstract: Vermont, one of the smallest US states, implemented in 2000 a new form of recognized partnership for same-sex couples. A "civil union" gives the couple that contracts it the same benefits a marriage gives to a heterosexual couple. As with a marriage, ministers (pastors, priests, rabbis) are agents of the state when performing a civil union.
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State and church in the United States of America are quite well separated, and ministers are not agents of the state. Except in the marriage business.
1 Ministers are allowed to certify marriage licenses, and the law considers that they are "agents of the state". The author of a legal handbook for the clergy (Couser, 1993: 78-79) In 2000, the Vermont legislature upheld this "tradition" when it created "civil unions", which gave all state-related benefits of marriage to gay or lesbian couples (15 V.S.A. § 1204).
Gay and lesbian organizations have struggled for more than ten years to gain access to marriage. The U.S. Protestant churches have been shaken by a parallel struggle for the right of gay and lesbian couples to be married in the church. Liberal pastors or rabbis have signed open letters and petitions to push for (civil) same-sex marriage. But nobody has ever asked the state to allow ministers to perform civilly-sanctioned ceremonies. That is, nonetheless, what the Vermont legislature gave to Vermont churches. Same-sex weddings have been, in Vermont, "statified": "holy unions", "ceremonies of commitments", "covenants in love" are now "civil unions". This "statification" followed a passionate mobilization in favor of or opposed to same-sex marriage. A continuing religious controversy was expected, but eighteen months after the first civil union, during a fieldwork in Vermont, I found a widespread accommodation. This article is then focused on how mobilization and controversy (the first part of this article) gave birth to routine: through commodification and the entry of religious civil union into the economic realm (second part) and through an appeal to the legal order and/or the tradition.
The path to civil union

Gay and lesbian involvement
The success of the same-sex marriage movement stems out of a strongly organized network:
"one thing that distinguishes Vermont is the remarkable amount of planning and coordination 4 which preceded and accompanied the push for equal marriage rights" (Johnson, 2000: 26) a law professor wrote in the Vermont Law Review. Around 1983, with the first Lesbian and Gay
Pride Parade in Burlington, the Vermont Coalition for Lesbian and Gay Rights (VCLGR) was founded and got access to the governor (Conroy, 1990 and Bernstein, 2002 This movement described homosexuality as mild, tamed, civilized: the couples involved in the lawsuit against the state of Vermont were older couples, they were Vermonters and not "flatlanders" (Baker, who gave his name to the lawsuit, is the descendant of a local revolutionary hero), one of them had a child… Sociologist Mary Bernstein spoke of "a discrete and insular minority" (Bernstein, 2002) that followed "strategies that emphasized similarities to the straight public and the incremental nature of policy reform" (Bernstein, 1997: 552) . 
The involvement of churches
Civil unions as a new business?
One way to end a controversy of this type is through a "pragmatic" or "market oriented" move: because civil unions were a source of income for some ministers, they had an incentive to perform them. This explanation is insufficient, but is a first analytical step. In fact, this is a two-step reasoning: a theoretical one (based on the "rational choice theory"), and a descriptive one (based on the scholarship of commodification).
Theory: Is marriage a religious consumption?
If one has to consider that civil unions create a market, let me consider that religion itself is, for the purpose of our research, a market. The rational choice theory applied to the sociology of religion gave birth to a conception of religious involvement as an economic investment.
But rational choice theorists' religion is a form of evangelical religion: personal beliefs and the intensity of these beliefs are the core of religiosity. On one hand, personal acts such as prayers are signs of religious involvement, on the other hand, the choice of a religious marriage alone is not seen as a sign of religiosity.
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In a recent article inspired by such a theory, Darren Sherkat concluded that men who declared they had sexual intercourse with other men also declared being more "religious" than women who declared having sexual intercourse with other women, and than "heterosexual" men.
Sherkat's conclusions are interesting, but based on a very small number (99 "lesbians", 149
"gay males" compared to 5,620 "female heterosexuals"). First, civil union -a new religious and civil category -has still to get the traditional appeal that marriage offers, and it would be very difficult for some clergypersons (Catholic priests for example) to sign civil union licenses.
Second, more than 80 per cent of same sex couples came from other states. Whereas nearly one third of gay and lesbian Vermonters who entered a civil union chose a religious civil union, only 11% of out-of-staters opted for it. With this exception, the population who had a "civil" civil union and the population who had a religious civil union are quite similar. 9 per cent of gay or lesbian couples are of mixed races. 14 per cent of these couples as well as 14
per cent of the one-race couples chose to have a religious civil union. The "civilly unioned"
population is highly educated. 87 per cent have been to college, and the odds of having a "religious" civil union increases -but only by 4 points -with the education of "party A". 
Who are the ministers?
What goes on the "supply side"? There must be pastors, priests or rabbis to perform civil unions, and to sign the civil union license. I managed to find the denomination of the religious officiants from their name and address on the civil union licenses. With those numbers, the churches could be ranked according to their degree of "liberalism", with Unitarians on the top and Roman Catholics on the bottom. But this scale would not include a number of civil unions performed by "non-mainstream" ministers. Small religious movements, various cults, and self-proclaimed ministers perform one quarter of all civil unions. Mail-order ministers, at least twelve of whom have been performing civil unions, are an interesting group: most of them do not advertise their ministerial credentials and will perform civil unions for friends who know they can sign the civil union license and bring a touch of spirituality along. In some cases, those ministers are lay members of mainstream Protestant congregations (United Methodist, Presbyterians) who choose to be ordained through the internet because they cannot officially perform marriages if they do not have credentials.
===================
Description: A McMarriage?
The creation of civil unions has given birth to a tiny market whose roots are in the marriage business, which is, in Vermont, a new and thriving industry catering in part to out-of-staters.
Vermont marriages are on the verge of being both "secularized" and "commodified".
Theories of secularization are widely opposed in the U.S., and many elements can be construed as showing a continuing role of religion in public as well as private spaces (Warner, 1993 Marriage has now been included in Vermont's tourism economy, and civil unions can be seen as a new outlet for a marriage industry: a few ministers tried to get a part of this business. 
===================
In this first part, I considered a religious civil union to be either a religious "consumption" or an element in a commodified touristic economy. This outlined a pragmatic exit from conflict:
"Culture wars" make no economic sense. But if, from the outside, religion can appear to be a marketplace, from the inside, when I study the work of pastors, religion appears in dialectic tension with the market.
Performing civil unions
The market is not the only place for a conflict to die out. There are several other ways to legitimate an innovation: following Max Weber, I identify three ways: through charisma, through tradition or through a reference to the legal order. In Vermont the "legal order" took a significant importance. By various appeals to the legal order, ministers and churches sought to accommodate to the new law.
"Accommodation" is not to be construed as a derogatory term; the whole state of Vermont had to adapt, to accommodate to the new law on civil union. Even the Roman Catholic Church after organizing demonstrations, and sending Bishops' letters to the parishes, is now trying to live with civil unions, without performing any --at least officially. I studied more closely ministers who have performed civil unions since July 2000, and how they have contributed to the routinization of civil unions in Vermont. I will rely here on twelve interviews conducted with Vermont ministers between January and May 2002 in Vermont.
Not a moneymaker, but a gift
In interviews, pastors insist that civil unions are not (only) a moneymaker but that their aim is to bring people back to church. The strong influence of Unitarian ministers on civil unions can be set in the context of a denominational policy best described by the slogan: "You came for a wedding and you found a church", which implies that wedding is a first step toward church socialization.
I found a second example in an interview with a lesbian Episcopal priest, who recently left her job in a large church to become a yoga instructor. In this interview, she describes the difference between her job at the church and her performing civil unions now. When talking about her work in the church and describing the money circuit, she used expressions such as "we didn't charge parishioners", "we are giving back to them", "it wasn't a charge, it was a donation to the priest", "a thank-you gift"… And when she talked about officiating at civil unions ceremonies now, she used "outside [...] it's an hourly fee", "I'm a professional and I'm essentially charging for my time".
In this interview, she tries to describe the church as a space where money cannot be considered as a standard for the amount of work, but as a way to say "thank you". On the contrary, outside of the church, when she is performing civil unions (which she continues to do as an ordained Episcopal priest), she asks for a fee.
Marriages, and civil unions, need to be understood as a gift in a network of gifts and countergifts that enable a congregation to exist outside of the economic marketplace. To insist only on the commodification of marriage or a religious "marketplace" would not allow the sociologist to understand the meanings and feelings pastors put into marriage. Nearly one third of the Vermonters who entered a civil union chose a religious one: they were already known to the congregation and linked by all kinds of relationships to their pastor or rabbi or priest. In the homily, the priest calls the ceremony a "marriage" and attacks the myopia of the state of New Jersey. He connects the ceremony to the "long tradition" of (different-sex) marriages performed in his church since it was built.
Not a prophetic stand but the enactment of a law
On the contrary, in a homily pronounced in Vermont, "liberal" ministers --who pushed toward full marriage rights for same-sex couples --accepted a compromise and pushed toward accommodation: Vermont, Episcopal Church, 2002, personal communication] In the homily, the "civil union" is called a "Holy and Civil Union", joining Church and state in one expression. The event is no longer described as prophetic. Further interviews with pastors point in the same direction: civil unions are described as an enactment of a law.
How not to vote
After the legislature passed the civil unions law, pastors struggled with the willingness of their congregation to allow civil unions. A few churches already had a policy for same-sex unions, but a great number never had a request for such a ceremony, and no policy, even if several same-sex couples were members. The debate that took place from January to May 2000 and during the 2000 legislative election campaign, was structured around intense political ideas about the goodness or badness of civil unions. Some liberal pastors, especially congregationalist (UCC) ones, did not want to see this debate spread into their own congregation, and they tried to avoid formal votes by all means, in order not to alienate blocks of parishioners.
This "no-vote strategy" is both an exit from conflict and a way to adjust their church to civil union: it is no longer described as a political topic but as "a part of the cultural landscape" (Sneyd 2002: 1) . The law of the land permeates the law of the church.
How to play with the limits
Akin to the "no vote" strategy, a number of practices push civil unions to the margins which are less visible to the whole congregation. One can describe it as a form of "traditionalization" of civil unions: they are performed outside of formal rules, and are slowly legitimated because they are performed.
One way is to celebrate civil unions for out-of-staters outside church building, keeping the sanctuary for members of the congregation. Another strategy is to perform civil unions on the minister's free time, or to ask retired pastors to perform civil unions. A third strategy is used in denominations where pastors can lose their credentials if they perform "homosexual unions". They do not sign the license: 
How to do the "write" thing
Stealthy practices are in tension with the bureaucratization of civil unions, itself a powerful accommodation principle. It involves the swarm of written forms that are routine in contemporary life. Civil unions, stemming from the state, are a written category: lawsuits, legislative debates, laws, licenses, etc. were necessary for civil unions to exist. As the anthropologist Jack Goody once showed (Goody, 1977) , things put in writing are "crystallized": orally, one can say that a tomato is a vegetable, and later that it is a fruit. But in a table or a list, one has to put the tomato in a specific place.
When a civil union license is written down and recorded somewhere, it is crystallized as a civil union, not as a marriage. And it becomes an element that can be computed, associated with others, injected into the whole statistics system. Statistics are not only a way to describe the world, but a way to elaborate an image of the world and to "naturalize" this social world. Another physical space where civil unions are recorded is the "parish register", usually an old book, where baptisms, marriages and funerals are recorded. The origin of these books lies in the European parish registers, in countries with established churches.
Some churches had already recorded their registers on computer files. In one congregation, this was done for the one-hundred-and-fifty year anniversary and, in this computer database, it was fairly easy to add a new cell, "civil union". Some other churches still had the big old book, where the couple is described as "bride" and "groom" and where the parents have to sign alongside their children: In this church civil unions are constructed as a separate form of union, close but not quite similar to marriage. Whereas the pastors interviewed said that civil union or marriage is all the same when it comes to the church, then, by focusing on the church register, the same pastors had to put civil union into the "civil union" category. Even Unitarian-Universalist ministers, for whom no accommodation seems to be necessary, had to accept a "civil union"
category.
The marriage ceremony itself generates nowadays tons of paper: the license, the invitations, and the small booklet given to those who will attend the ceremony. This self-published brochure often features an outline of the service. Sometimes, it is considered as an important part of the scene and expensive ones are professionally printed. Can the ritual used for civil union be the marriage ritual? 
Conclusion
Following an intense cultural conflict, the implementation of civil unions was simultaneous with a speedy accommodation. Two explanations are provided in this article. First, civil unions of the religious type, understood as a religious consumption, provide incentives for an economic routinization. Second, in a dialectic tension with the state and its legal order, ministers tried to downplay the legal innovation.
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